
Cheers to the militant women. 

The thing about writing is 
I can’t tell if its healing  
Or destroying me 
-‐   Rupi Kaur  

When I was born, my mother did not expect me. It was a one in a million chance of getting 
born. Not in a romantic way, where people try very hard to conceive but rather in a “I 
survived the morning-after pill” way. That might have been my first act of resistance. 

My mother was very political. Growing up, she tried to give me strength and love for myself 
and every little day to day aspect seemed like a feminist lecture, looking at it now. What 
broke her, must have been my teenage years and the following signs of an eating disorder. 
She was always worrying. Looking at it now, I do believe she thought she failed her most 
important mission. As the years went by, that changed. My father always called me a little 
caterpillar in a cocoon. That’s probably what happened; as my voice went louder and while 
not always being able to stand up for myself, I was making sure to stand up for others. I was 
debating with everyone about everything. Once, someone in my university seminar called me 
‘militant’ and it hurt me. In hindsight, it must have been my mother’s proudest moment. My 
father on the other hand, never really knew how to interact with children. So his way of 
showing love, was showing me the things he enjoyed. By the age of 5, I was competing in 
children’s marathons. He was never afraid that something might happen to me. I was strolling 
the streets of New York alone by the age of 12, breaking my arm in the mountains of 
Switzerland, only to continue skiing on the same day. What one might perceive as dangerous, 
was in reality his way of believing in me. The first time I saw him crying, was when I left for 
my exchange year.  

These two people made me who I am, and in my first years of growing up I was more or less 
sheltered from social norms. They were, what you might called punks or hippies and I was 
always encouraged to follow my own path. There was no chance of rebellion, my parents 
were the rebels all along. As I grew older, I noticed how society, still to this day, expects 
certain things of girls. Things my parents disliked. And there it was: my act of rebellion. I 
dressed up and put on make-up. I bought stuff from brands that were way too expensive, my 
fingernails grew longer and I spend too much of my pocket money on French manicures and 
blond highlights. I knew they hated it, but they still loved me. They bought me pink shirts for 
my birthday, celebrated me and my becoming. My rebellion was probably their biggest test on 
showing support. But as I grew out of it, they never seemed relieved. I realized that real love 
goes beyond different beliefs, as long as said beliefs do not hurt anyone.  

That’s what got me into feminism. I was raised by a strong mother and a believing father, 
crushed by my surroundings in my teenage years. My first love told me that what bothers him 
most is that I might be very beautiful, but also smarter than him. My male friends told me that 
my good grades were coming from my looks. My grandmother told me to pursue my teaching 
career, not because I was idealistic and wanted to change something, but because her 
neighbour was a teacher and married a professor. I was confused. Growing up, looks were 
never something important, but all of a sudden it seemed to be all that mattered. After all, I 
was left with confusion. I was cherished for having an opinion, and I was told that said 
opinions were too loud. I was cherished for my looks, but scolded when something seemed 
provocative. My family told me to be smart, society told me to not be too smart or men will 
be scared. Laugh, but not too loud. Be sensitive, but not hysterical. Be gentle, but not naive. 



Have a career, but do not seem to be competitive. Please men, but not too many. Care about 
yourself, like yourself - but do not seem arrogant.  

That is what I call “growing up with a feminist mother, in a sexist world”.  

I want to apologize to all the women 
I have called pretty 
Before I’ve called them intelligent or brave  I 
am sorry I made it sound as though 
Something as simple as what you’re born 
with Is the most you have to be proud of when 
your Spirit has crushed mountains  
From now on I will say things like 
You are resilient or extraordinary 
Not because I don’t think you’re pretty 
But because you are so much more than that 

Rupi Kaur 

Trying to find your voice and share your stories are part of one’s journey to adulthood. In my 
experience, and the experience of all the wonderful, smart female friends I have, losing your 
voice is a big part as well.  

A female might know her worth, she cherishes it, in theory. She talks loudly and is proud of 
her becoming, she knows that she has a lot to offer. Contradictory, said female often loses her 
voice and all her learnings when it comes to love. Pleasing others, trying to become an ideal 
of oneself is sneaking into the focus of attention. Heartbreak and self-doubt go hand in hand.  
My beloved female friends cried: “Am I not pretty enough? Am I not skinny enough? Am I 
too skinny? Am I too loud? He asked for my opinion, was I being too honest?” While my 
beloved male friends just said: “Guess it didn’t work out.”  

Afterwards, you try to point out what went wrong. Females are expected to be emotional and 
are expected to accept a lack of emotion from the men they adore. But why is it so? We were 
brought up in a way that when girls were expected to cry, boys were expected to fight and get 
over it. If a girl was fighting, there was something wrong with her, she seemed “too 
masculine”. If a boy was crying, he was “too sensitive” and was told to “man up”. So now in 
our mid-twenties, we get to meet men who are not in touch with their feelings, and females 
are expected to “heal them”. It’s not all men, one might say. And I do agree with that. But 
still, there is an underlying problem with men not feeling aloud to be emotional and females 
to be expected to heal said wounds. While men are at much higher risk to commit suicide, 
due to the stigma of seeking help as a male, women are at much higher risk of domestic 
abuse, thinking they are the ones that should heal the broken soul.  

When females stay they are blamed, when they leave they are blamed, when they choose to 
have kids they are blamed, when they chose not to have kids they are blamed, when they are 
beautiful they are blamed, when they are not beautiful enough they are blamed, when they are 
saints they are blamed, when they express their sexuality they are blamed.  

This is not a problem of sex, as it might seem, it is a problem of gender and stigma.  

Female biology is not the reason women are raped. It is not the reason women are 
intimidated and violated as they navigate public spaces. This happens not because of 
sex, but because of gender: the social meanings we have imposed on male and female 
bodies. And, clearly, it is: as we’ve seen, ‘the mere sight of a woman’ is enough for the 
viewer to ‘immediately elicit a specific set of associated traits and attributions’. To 
immediately 



class her as someone to speak over. Someone to cat call. Someone to follow. Someone to 
rape. Or maybe just someone to make the tea.  

-‐    “Invisible Women - Exposing data bias in a world designed by men” by Caroline 
Criado Perez, p. 313

s

 

One might say now t hat this is an utterly depressed and way too personal piece of writing. I 
do partly agree. And since there are hundreds and thousands of writings covering the 
problem of sexism, still today, it might seem irrelevant. But why is it so? I checked and there 
are more than 7.000.000.000 stories about love found on Google. Why are these love stories, 
mostly highly personal, not too many and irrelevant, but the experience of female suffering?  

Having a voice can be difficult. Several studies concluded that women are more likely to be 
perceived as the ones having contributed the greater proportions of talk, even when the ratio 
of talking time between men and women was the same. Next time one might overhear a 
conversation, think about that.  

To be 
Soft 
Is 
To be 
Powerful 
-‐   Rupi Kaur 

My writing might be perceived as something, and feminist literature has always been 
criticized for it, that erases love for the possibility of empowerment. But isn’t it the case that 
empowerment might help romantic relationships, setting boundaries and communicating fears 
and problems which can lead to a greater form of stability and commitment in a relationship? 

Researching on that topic, I came across a study (Rudman & Phelan „The interpersonal 
power of feminism: is feminism good for romantic relationships?“), concluding that first of 
all, men are more likely to perceive stability and sexual pleasure in a relationship with a 
feminist partner and secondly, females with a feminist partner perceived their relationship as 
healthier.  A romantic relationship always means commitment and compromises. Searching 
for approval from the significant other can always be toxic, when used for the wrong 
purposes. A healthy relationship on the other hand, means development, trust and support. 
Learning and healing with each other, which in my point of view is very much empowering.  

It is hard to wrap your head around a concept that has as many facets as this one. Writing 
about it, I must have excluded lots and lots of topics that needed to be included. 
For instance, my own kind of privilege being born in Germany, being born white, being born 
into some form of middle class. Topics that need to be covered, voices that need to be heard. 
But maybe, not to sound superficial, this is a starting point for me. An essay about my own 
journey, a promise to myself and others, that I will not be silent. Reassurance tn hat one is not 
alone. And that many voices started quietly and rose to a sound that could not be overheard. 

There is no real conclusion to this essay. If there were an easy solution, I would not have to 
write this piece. Structural change is coming, but it is slow. Giving up privileges is not easy, 
realizing oneself is part of the problem is not easy, changing patterns is not easy.  
My advice would be to listen, let all women speak: listen to trans women, women of colour - 
feminism must be intersectional.  



And as a female, smile, when someone calls you militant. That statement shows that you seem 
to be a strong opponent, someone to be taken seriously. And last but not least, show resistance 
when someone tells you “to smile”.  

We all move forward when 
We recognize how resilient 
And striking the women  
Around us are 
-‐   Rupi Kaur 




